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PROLOGUE

 

⌘

Ten Years Earlier

 

 SVETLANA BRACED herself against the wall hoping none of the servants would see her. Father wouldn’t like hearing that she had spied on him and mother. 

But she had to know. 

Mother had promised her that this summer she would get to learn to ride a horse. How to really ride. Not the side saddle that the old stinky man kept trying to get her to do on her pony. 

She inched closer to the door, waiting. 

“You are not leaving this city because I said so. It is final.”

He sounded so angry. Svetlana chewed at her lip, worried. What if father wouldn’t let them go? She hoped not. Mother had promised!

“Alerik, you may be king, but he is my father. And he is dying. You will not deny me his last days. Or Svetlana from meeting her grandfather.”

“That is precisely why you are not going. I don’t want that old crow giving my daughter any ideas.”

“Ideas! She deserves to know her history. My history! Or are you ashamed of me, your wife?”

Silence. 

Svetlana’s nose began to tickle. Oh no! She couldn’t sneeze now, or they would hear her. 

She held her small hand over her nose, squeezing her eyes shut. Please don’t sneeze, please don’t sneeze.

“Svetlana is already eight years old,” her mother’s voice was low. Svetlana had only heard it like that once when her mother was angry with her father. Normally she was always happy and smiling, airy as the short summer nights. “You promised me when I was pregnant with our daughter that I would be allowed to bring her to my father’s estate.”

“I thought you would have another child!” 

The tickling in her nose disappeared and Svetlana sighed. Thank the gods. But then she heard something strange. Sniffing. Was…was mother crying? Svetlana worried her lip again. 

Her mother had only cried one other time, but the young girl couldn’t remember why. It had been something important. It must have been.

“Anichka,” her father mumbled quietly. Svetlana strained her ears trying to pick up what they were saying. But only quiet whispers filled the air. Then heavy footsteps came toward the door. 

Oh no! Svetlana picked up her skirts and ran down the hall back to her own room. She bounced on her toes, silent as a cat, just as mother had taught her to do. 

She bounced onto her bed and crawled under her sheets. A lead weight sat in her stomach. She knew that they weren’t going to her grandfather’s. 

Big fat tears rolled down her cheeks as she cried for a man she didn’t know. Why wouldn’t father let them go? Her young mind still couldn’t understand her father’s reasoning. 

 

Hours later, deep into the evening, Svetlana was woken by someone shaking her shoulder. She came to groggily, not understanding why her day dress was still on her. 

“Mina?”

Svetlana turned and looked into her mother’s black eyes, a mirror of her own dark eyes. She smiled at the pet name. Only her mother used it. Svetlana had never heard any of the other servants and courtiers in the castle use it. 

“I wasn’t listening, mother, I promise,” she said looking down at the ice blue sheets on her bed. 

Anichka reached her hand out and with a single finger and pulled her daughters’ chin up until she looked back into Anichka’s eyes.

“You should never lie, my daughter. It is better to say nothing.”

Svetlana nodded seriously, tears pricking in the corners of her eyes.

“Now, mina, I need you to pack quietly, just your play clothes, into a dresser. Lem will come take it down to the carriage. Do you understand?”

Svetlana scrunched up her eyebrows, confused as to why she needed to pack. Father had said they were not going. Mother never went against father. Ever. 

“But-But I thought father said we couldn’t go.”

A shadow crossed her mother’s eyes before she turned back to Svetlana. “Your father had a change of heart.” 

Anichka pulled her young daughter into her lap, basking in her warmth. She sniffed Svetlana’s hair, remembering when Svetlana had been younger how her hair smelled of fresh child. It was unlike anything Anichka had ever smelled before. She craved it. Yet, the gods had not seen it fit to gift her with another child. 

With her jaw set, she tightened her hold on the little girl before speaking, “I love your father very much, mina, but he is not the only love in my heart. My own father holds a special place in my heart. The king understands and has given us leave of the castle for one month.”

Svetlana bounced off the mattress and hurried to follow her mother’s orders. 

To soon, she sat beside her mother in the cramped carriage as they both watched the moon glitter from the sky. To excited at the thought of meeting her grandfather, Svetlana bounced on the cushion. 

“Mama,” she finally squeaked out, only calling her that because they were alone. Father didn’t like it when Svetlana used their names. He liked it best for her to call them ‘your majesties’ but that didn’t sit right in her young mind. Instead, she thought of them as mother and father. 

“Yes, mina.” Anichka stroked her daughter’s dark hair lovingly. It was too bad that her father would meet his only granddaughter under these circumstances. But one could not always choose better circumstances. She had learnt that difficult lesson early on as Alerik’s wife and queen. 

“What does grandfather look like?”

Anichka leaned back and let her mind wander to pleasant memories of the scent of hay, the soft kiss of a horse’s lip on her hands, and of her father’s dark eyes as he watched from the stable. 

“It’s been many years since I have seen your grandfather. But I remember his eyes being black as night.”

“Like mine!”

“Yes mina, like yours and mine. And like those before us.”

Fiddling with the edge of her cloak, she asked in the loud voice of a child, “Why doesn’t father like grandfather.”

Anichka sighed. She had worried her young daughter might have heard the hurtful words Alerik threw at her. She rubbed Svetlana’s back as she replied gently, “It isn’t that your father doesn’t like your grandfather. Your father doesn’t like who my father is and what he can do.”

Dropping her cloak, Svetlana sat up and pulled at the curtain of the carriage, pulling it wider. Moonlight spilled into the carriage and bathed the pair in pale light. 

“Isn’t that the same thing, Mama?” she asked, staring up at the sky full of stars. They had already cleared the city, which sat atop the only hill for miles around. The moonlight glittered off the short shrubs and shorter grass of the land. Soon the winter winds would howl through the flats and bring with the snow and ice, making it impossible to travel between the great city of Issha and the outer lands held by the seven lords of the old families. 

“Oh Svetlana,” her mother’s smile wavered as she watched the land with unseeing eyes, “No, it isn’t the same thing.”

Svetlana chewed on her lips as she looked up at her mother. She didn’t understand at all, but she didn’t like seeing her mother sad. No, she wouldn’t ask her about it again.

As she curled up against her mother’s side, she was slowly rocked to the edge of sleep. She dreamt of riding a great black stallion, her hands free in the sky and her mother and a dark eyed man watching from afar. 

 


CHAPTER ONE

 

⌘

Sneak Attack

 

 DARKLING! WAKE UP!”

Carien shook Darkling’s shoulders, desperate for a response. Bodies poured in from the forest wearing thick furs and axes at the ready. 

“Please!” She begged, tears dripping down her face and onto Darkling’s. She watched the arrow lodged in Darkling’s chest, hoping that her hunch was right. That the arrow had missed her heart.

“Ugh.” Ashta shook her head; spots clearing from her vision as blinding pain pulsed in her chest. 

“Don’t move.” 

Blinking, Ashta looked up into Princess Carien’s ashen face, her caramel eyes filled with fear.

“Wha…”

“Look out!”

Carien ducked, an arrow just missing her head. Ashta tried to sit up but stopped when she noticed the quill end sticking out from her chest. She turned her head and watched in horror as one of the Tripsian soldiers was cut down by a Bbrskian berserker. 

Her father had found them. 

She had been so sure that he would be distracted by his siege on Naankdoen that he would forget about his other daughter. 

The last living one. 

“Carien, help me up.”

“I can’t,” her voice shook as she backed up, fear widening her eyes.

“Look at me,” Ashta hissed. Once the princess’s eyes were on her, she leaned forward, gritting her teeth against the pain. “I need you to be strong for the both of us. We are not safe here.”

“But what can I do?”

“Get me up.”

With shaking hands, Carien gently settled her shoulder under Ashta’s armpit and her left arm anchored on her waist. It took two tries before she finally had enough momentum to get both girls onto their feet.

“Now what?”

Ashta forced her breath through her nose, trying to work past the pain. She needed to be aware if she was to protect the princess.

“Carien I need you to reach down the back of my skirt, you will feel the handle of my half sword.”

She reached down and carefully pulled the sword out from Ashta’s clothes. Ashta reached for the sword with her free hand just as a berserker came running toward the pair with his axe swung back.

Ashta lunged forward burying the sword deep in his chest before jerking back. 

Carien steadied her even as her stomach turned at the blood dripping from Darkling’s sword.

“There’s nowhere to go! We’re surrounded!” 

Ashta ignored the panic in Carien’s voice and took in the small clearing. Four of their own soldiers were already dead on the ground. The other Lionesses fared better, but Mintia’s arm hung uselessly as she parried against two enemy soldiers. Trice was nowhere to be seen. 

“Darkling! This way!” Kkaar shouted as she came barreling toward the pair with her own horse. Kkaar leapt off the horse, cutting down two berserkers before running toward the pair. 

“We’re surrounded, there’s no way we will all make it out alive,” Kkaar shouted, continuing to hold off the berserkers. Ashta watched in despair as the soldiers and Lionesses were slowly being overwhelmed. The noon air was filled with screams of death and despair. 

There was only one way. 

Ashta turned to Kkaar, “Get the princess on your horse and get out of here.” 

Kkaar stared back at her, slowly shaking her head. “I won’t leave you behind Darkling.”

“You must. It’s the only way.”

Carien watched, tears spilling down her cheeks. This couldn’t be how it ended. They had escaped Naankdoen; they should have been able to make it back to Tripsia. 

A berserker ran at the trio, axe swung high. Before Ashta could shout out a warning a spear sliced through his back and pointed out his chest, lodging him to the ground.

Behind the man was Luci with her own horse and Starson. She jumped off quickly and kneeled beside Ashta.

“Help me get her on,” Luci cried, reaching under Darkling.

“We can’t,” Carien cried out, shaking from shock.

Luci swiveled her head between Carien and Kkaar before taking in the arrow lodged deep into Darkling’s chest. She grimaced. There was no time to cut it out. They needed to act fast or risk dying. 

“Cover us Kkaar!” she yelled, pulling out a short blade. She sawed off the end of the arrow, leaving the point lodged in. 

Carien pulled off her headscarf and handed it to Luci without a word. 

Luci looked up at the princess gratefully before wrapping the scarf around Darkling’s chest. With the point secured, there was no worry of the other woman bleeding out. 

“Can you ride?” she asked Darkling tersely, trying to ignore the clamber of steel scraping and clanging against chainmail. 

Ashta gritted her teeth before pulling herself up. For a moment she swayed, the world darkening before coming back into focus. She would not leave the princess. It was her duty to protect her. “Yes.”

Luci gave her a short nod before helping her over to Starson.

“Hurry! Their soldiers are overwhelming us!” Kkaar shouted, sweat dripping down her arms. She prayed to every god she knew, hoping they might get out alive. 

Before Luci could boost Ashta onto the horse, Ashta pushed away from the girl. She gently touched Starson’s forehead. 

His wide eyes calmed as he watched her. 

I need you to kneel. 

Carien and Luci watched in awe as the horse knelt, allowing Darkling to climb on before she slumped over his neck. The pain was manageable. Barely. 

“Let’s go!” Kkaar shouted, grabbing Carien around the waist and jumping onto her own horse. Luci mounted quickly and without a backward glance they rode out from the camp and straight into the heart of the desert. 

The shouts of death and pain followed them as the hot sun beat down on their bare shoulders. The horses panted as sweat dripped down their sides, never slowing from their quick gallop.

Ashta gripped Starson’s mane with all her strength. If she fell off, she knew that she would not be able to get back on. And she could not die. 

Not now. 

Not like this.

For long hours, the only sound that could be heard was the pounding of hooves as the four traveled further into the desert bordering Tripsia. 

As the sun slowly set in the west, leading them hopefully to the palace, Kkaar pulled back on her reins allowing the horses a rest as they gently trotted. Luci pulled up beside her while Starson stayed behind, careful to keep his master on his back. 

Luci looked back worriedly before turning to Kkaar. “How long until we are at the palace?”

Kkaar watched as the last rays disappeared behind the great sand dunes. “A couple weeks. A week if we make good time and find food.” 

Carien shuddered, leaning forward against her guard’s strong back. She didn’t dare mention that she was thirsty. They were all thirsty, even the horses. But it was either run into the desert or risk being run down on the long winding road meant for the wagons and trade. 

The horses gentled to a slow walk, their heartbeats slowing. Carien was the first to break the silence. “Do you think anyone survived?”

Luci turned in her seat, squinting behind Darkling but she could not see anything except more sand dunes. 

“No, my princess,” Kkaar finally answered. She had been so focused to get to Darkling in the fight that she hadn’t called out to Trice. One moment the northerner had stood at Kkaar’s shoulder pointing toward Darkling, the next she had disappeared into the melee. It was better for Trice and the other men and women to die than to be captured. That much Kkaar knew, her own capture still fresh in her mind despite the many years that had passed. 

“We should let the horses rest,” Luci said, her voice carrying across the silent desert. 

Kkaar rubbed her hand, the scar from the lion’s teeth still tight. She worried that if their party stopped, they wouldn’t be able to continue. 

“How much water do you have on your saddle?” Kkaar asked, knowing her own canteen was full from the stop they had made earlier. 

“A half a canteen, maybe?” Luci called, checking her bags then glancing at Darkling’s slumped form. She could barely make out her chest moving. At least the other woman was breathing Luci thought grimly. “With Darkling’s we have two and half canteens.”

“And food?”

Chewing at her lip, Luci shook her head. 

That was what Kkaar had been worried about. She had nothing on her own horse either. They could survive for two days; three if they stretched the water out. But eventually they would have to get Darkling help, or the woman would die. 

“I have some dried meat and berries,” came a rough voice. 

Both Luci and Kkaar jumped as Carien squeezed Kkaar around the middle.

“Darkling!” Carien called. 

Kkaar slowed her own mount down until they walked in step with Starson and Darkling. 

“How are you doing?” Kkaar asked, taking in the glistening sweat on the dark-haired woman’s forehead. She looked feverish. This wasn’t good.

“I’ve been better,” she mumbled giving Carien a weak smile. She grimaced as Starson jostled her as he slipped across a flat rock. He twitched his ears, continuing to pick his steps across the sinking sand, careful of his master.

“What are your thoughts. Should we stop?” Kkaar asked. 

The stars glittered above, lighting up the barren wasteland. 

“No…” her voice was hoarse. She tried to speak again but couldn’t find her voice. 

“Go in closer Kkaar,” Carien demanded pulling out the water canteen. Her legs brushed against Starson as she leaned over and held the canteen to Darkling’s mouth. The other woman took several sips before turning her head. 

“Just walk…” Ashta finally managed, before her vision blacked out and she floated in a sea of darkness.

“I don’t know how long she will make it,” Carien worried aloud. 

Kkaar pulled her horse ahead and came up beside Luci. “Darkling is made from tough leather. It takes more than an arrow to kill a Bbrskian.” At least she hoped so. She turned to Luci. “We will keep walking.”

“But what about the horses?”

Kkaar didn’t want to worry about that yet. But it was a problem. She shrugged in answer. “I’ll stay awake for the first part. Be sure to tie yourself in.”

Luci nodded. It would be a long night and her hips already ached. Carien nodded off first to the gentle sway of the horses’ step.

The next day passed in utter silence, not even an eagle’s cry could be heard across the barren land. Heat sat on top of them as an oppressive weight, trying to drown them in exhaustion. Kkaar was careful to only take a few sips of water, leaving most for the princess. 

By the second day, she began to see shadows playing in the corners of her eyes. Hazy visions of dragons and wolves nipping at the horse’s feet. 

Carien sat silent, dreaming of water and the sweet cooling mists in the mountain air. 

Starson walked carefully, the only one aware of the hell that Ashta’s mind was caught in. Every so often, she would jerk in her fitful sleep, her mind almost coming to consciousness before she was sucked back into her nightmares of past memories. 

On the third morning, Luci’s mount stumbled before falling to its knees. Kkaar jerked her own mount to a stop. She watched dispassionately as Luci slit the horse’s throat, catching the blood into her canteen. 

They passed around the warmed blood, drinking it without thought. Carien’s cracked lips barely opened as she poured back the blood. Don’t think of it, she kept telling herself, you need to stay alive. 

Kkaar pointed to Starson before kicking her own horse back into a walk. They wouldn’t make it far, her hazed mind thought. It was only a matter of time before their horse fell to. 

Luci held the canteen to Darkling’s dried lips. Blood dribbled down her cheek and stained the horse’s black coat. Only after Darkling had taken several swallows did Luci pull the canteen away and drain it herself. She kept pace beside the tall warhorse, thankful for his shadow. 

Before the sun had fallen in the west, Kkaar’s mount’s leg buckled. Her quick reflexes pulled her off in time before the horse fell over, its heart burst. 

She lay there, panting, the princess in her arms. Please. Please. “P…please.”

Luci jogged over; her own legs wobbly. Carefully she helped the princess up, shouldering her from one side. Kkaar stood slowly, taking up the other side. 

Slowly, painfully, the three limped behind Starson as the sun kept beating down on them mercilessly. 

Kkaar watched blindly as Starson’s mighty bulk stumbled before falling to his knees. 

Ashta’s limp body slipped off his great back, not even a groan slipping from her parched lips. 

Kkaar stumbled toward her. She fell to her knees and stared down into the sunburnt face, almost unrecognizable. She watched, panting, for any sign of life. 

Please, she thought, please not her. We need this one. 

Luci stopped behind her, swaying with exhaustion. Had it been all for naught, she wondered. Was there anything different they could have done?

A shudder racked through Ashta’s burnt body. Everything hurt and all she wanted was for it to end. 

No.

But it hurt, she thought. Wouldn’t death be easier?

No. You are not done yet. You are still needed little one.

Who are you? She asked. Was she going crazy?

You already know who I am. Have always known. Now open your eyes, little one, and find me.

But she didn’t want to open her eyes. 

Now!

A pulse of energy shot across the land and Ashta’s chest raised off the heated sand. She gasped in a deep breath as her black eyes shuddered open for the first time in days. 

“Darkling?” Kkaar asked, worried about the other woman. But Darkling looked past her to something over her shoulder. Following her gaze, Kkaar gasped. 

A child. 

Not ten paces away stood a young boy. His skin dark from the sun, he stared back at the small group in silence. With a nod, he turned and began walking north, away from the setting sun. 

“Luci,” the other girl jerked herself straight, “Follow the boy.” She followed Kkaar’s pointed finger and took in the slowly disappearing figure. Luci pulled the princess closer before jerkily following the boy.

Kkaar turned back to the prone body before her. “Can you stand?” She asked. 

But Ashta was too far-gone. 

Darkling had made it this far, Kkaar thought; she would make it a little further than. With the last of her strength, Kkaar lifted Darkling up before settling her arm around the thin woman’s waist.

“Come on Darkling, just a little further.”

Ashta’s eyes fluttered closed.

Listen to your friend.

Scrunching her eyebrows, she peeled open her eyes. Happy? Ashta demanded of the voice. This time it was quiet in her head. She stayed awake as Kkaar half dragged her limp body across the sand. 

Before them, from the hazy sand, emerged a small grouping of dark huts. As they came closer, Kkaar could make out the animal hides lashed around the round tents. The four women stumbled into the middle of the grouping of tents where the lone boy stood watching them. 

Finally, only steps away from the boy, Kkaar collapsed onto the ground. She watched as people emerged from the tents. 

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

⌘

Desert People

 

 SILENCE REIGNED IN the center of the ghostly tent village. Slowly, people emerged from their tents until a circle of men, women and children surrounded the four women. 

Carien likened the people’s dress to memories of her own village she had grown up in the alps. The rough white cloth that twisted and hung off their bodies, kept them cool while protecting them from the sun. Well at least the women, Carien thought, her lip twisting up at the corner. The men wore loose fitted pants. That’s it. Their bare chests were dark from the unrelenting sun.

The boy that had led them to the village disappeared into the crowd. Uneasy, Carien shifted from foot to foot as the silence reigned. The people just stood there and watched, not saying a word. 

“Do you think they can even speak?” Luci whispered, barely moving her cracked lips.

Too afraid to move, Carien barely moved her head in a nod. 

A loud groan wracked out of Darkling’s chest, shaking her body. Kkaar, crawled over to the other girl’s prone body. Her hands shook as she tried to adjust Darkling’s body.

“Don’t.”

All three girls turned to the smooth voice that was at odds with its owner. A grizzled man, his skin sagging, and blue lines faded across his chest, pushed through the crowd. The boy was not far behind the older man.

The old man gently pulled Kkaar’s shoulder back before kneeling beside her. 

He placed an ear over Darkling’s mouth and watched her chest. 

The women watched, waiting. 

He then placed a hand on Darkling’s forehead.

With a sigh, he turned to Kkaar. 

Four men from the crowd came forward and began lifting Darkling away.

Kkaar tried to stand, not wanting to leave her friend alone.

A soft hand stopped her. 

“The arrowhead must be removed. She will not make the night otherwise.” His smooth as honey voice soothed her. Her shoulders relaxed as she kept watching the old man. He flicked a glance at Luci and Carien, who still held onto each other’s shoulders. “Amkan will bring you to your sleeping quarters and give you water. You must be tired from your journey.”

Helplessly, Kkaar nodded in agreement following the man’s orders with dazed confusion. 

It was Carien that shook her head and turned to the man again, her eyes narrowed. “We are not leaving her.”

He nodded, gently herding them toward the boy, “Of course, she be brought to your Yer after the arrowhead has been removed.”

Satisfied, Carien nodded before turning back to Amkan. The boy led them to the outside of the little village where a small tent, a Yer, stood proud against the rising night winds. 

Amkan held the flap open for the women. Kkaar, with Luci’s help, stumbled past the boy into the darkness. Before Carien stepped through, she turned to the boy and asked, “Whose tent is this?”

He just looked up at her, his face clear as a cloudless sky. 

Giving up, Carien followed her guards and was pleasantly surprised by the coolness inside. It took a few moments for her eyes to adjust. She made out furs and what she assumed pillows littered along the outside walls. In the center stood a pot over a small fire. A ladle handle hung off the end of the spit.

Carien stumbled in her eagerness for liquid. She grabbed the ladle and dipped it into the pot, greedily gulping the spiced soup down her throat. After another ladle full, she walked over to where Luci huddled over Kkaar’s stretched out body. 

“Here, give her this before she falls asleep.”

Luci took the ladle from Carien’s hands. She carefully held Kkaar’s head before ladling a sip full of liquid into the other woman’s mouth. A bit of water dribbled down Kkaar’s chin. The other woman’s mouth cracked open giving Luci the opportunity to pour more lukewarm soup in her.

Once all three women were full, they lay down together, seeking warmth and comfort from the terror of the past few days. 

 

In another Yer, close to the middle of the village, Ashta lay prone on some furs. Her dark hair was knotted and splayed across the white hides of Elkm rA. An eerie gray green color shone through her sunburnt skin.

Four men, all young and of the same stature, stood near the entrance of the Yer, waiting. The healer, jHora, would call upon them when he needed them. But for now, he heated the water, allowing the clay vessel to bob around. 

As he cut away the bloodied and dirtied bands around Ashta’s chest, jHora marveled at the young woman’s muscles. Her limbs were strong, molded by years of hard training and battle. 

He grabbed a rag and washed away the blood and dirt around the small nub where the arrow had entered. A small gasp from the direction of the four men had his hand pausing over his work. 

Not now, he chastised, continuing to clean around the wound.

jHora frowned as he got a closer look at the arrow shaft. Black liquid seeped from the wood. It wasn’t blood. This was not good. 

Amkan, go get the Ruutka. There wasn’t much left, jHora grimly thought, but it would have to do. The village would come to some more soon enough. The Alpen people sometimes traded their Ruutka for the zMun people’s obsidian and other treasure’s his people found in their travels through the desert.

He searched in his bag for the necessary tools for the upcoming procedure. He pulled out two large wooden spoons. 

Carefully, he dipped each spoon into the now boiling water. Then he fished out the clay vessel, gently cracking the top all the way around. He pried off the top, clay crumbling and falling into his lap. 

Amkan ran into the Yer, bowing down to jHora as he dropped the dried bag of Ruutka at the healer’s feet. Quietly, the boy disappeared back into the evening light.

jHora poured the dry Ruutka into the open clay vessel filled with liquid hot honey. He stirred the honey with the Ruutka carefully with first one spoon, then the other.

It is time. 

All four men stepped away from the wall and came to kneel beside the slight woman. One man watched her with interest. Her hair was blacker than he had expected. Her skin golden. 

A sharp word from jHora had the man shaking his head as he took up his position by her head. He carefully pulled her hair to one side then placed his hands down onto her shoulders. 

The second man straddled her hips, his hands locking her legs into place. The last two men kneeled beside each other.

jHora gave each of the last two men a sticky spoon. 

The men carefully worked their spoons into the wound, widening the wound as they worked it in and over the arrowhead. 

Once both had their spoons in place, the men waited. jHora chanted quietly, sending a prayer out to the god above and the god below. Let this one live, he thought, glancing quickly at the young man at her head.

With a sharp nod to the men, jHora reached down to the arrow shaft and held. The two men at her head and feet tensed. The last two pulled their spoons apart, widening the wound to a gaping hole.

Ashta gasped, pulled from her unconscious state. Heat poured out of her chest as her whole body tingled. With a scream stuck in her throat, she jerked and pulled at the arms restraining her. 

jHora pulled the shaft hard, ripping through the last bit of tissue. He threw the bloodied arrowhead to the side of the Yer, quickly grabbing the still hot clay vessel. He poured its contents into the wound as the two men slid out their spoons.

This time Ashta did scream, the sound wrenched from deep within her soul. For a brief moment, her eyes shuttered open. Firelight flickered across the stretched animal hides above her. Then she glanced back and was caught by twin orbs of purple. 

Her brow crinkled in confusion. What the…?

But before she could finish her thought, she was pulled back under into dark oblivion. jHora grimaced as her tense body slackened immediately. 

He bandaged the wound before pouring some heated water down her throat. Lastly, he swiped some sweetened honey across her lips and inside her cheeks. With a nod to the men, he turned back to the fire, dropping the hot spoons into the pot. 

The three men carefully lifted her while the purple-eyed man held open the flap to the Yer.

Moonlight bathed Ashta’s body in the now late night, her body swinging slightly. The man grimaced as his hand gently swept a tear from her temple. 

Please, he prayed, begged. 

Please.

 

Her nose itched. Ashta tried to move her arm but nothing happened. What the…? Forcing open her eyes, she blinked several times to rid herself of the gritty dry feeling in her eyes. When she could focus them, she found herself staring up at a cloudless blue sky. 

“You are awake!”

Barely turning her head to the right, Ashta’s muscles screamed in protest. Carien looked down at her with watery eyes.

Ashta tried to talk but all that came out was a croak.

“Don’t try to talk yet,” Carien warned as she screwed open her water pouch and carefully poured its contents into Ashta’s mouth. 

Her heart burst with happiness to see the dark-haired woman awake, her eyes clear. They had all been worried that Darkling wouldn’t make it. 

The cart that they were seated in jerked, causing Carien to fall back hard, water spilling down the wooden slats. She scrambled to close the canteen and sit back up.

Meanwhile, Ashta brought her head forward so she could see straight ahead. Or straight behind, she amended, taking in the various people walking toward her with packs on their backs. But she was moving to. She turned to Carien, arching a brow.

“Do you remember arriving at the village?”

Ashta shook her head. 

Carien pursed her lip, trying to find an easy way to explain a not so simple people. Or, at least not as simple as she, Luci, and Kkaar had originally thought these people were. 

“We had been riding through the desert for days and had used up the last of the water. Starson had died from exhaustion,” Ashta felt a twinge of guilt at the ugly death of her trusted companion. “We thought for sure we would die when Amkan, a boy from the village, found us on his search for cacti. He brought us back to his people, the zMun people. Their wise man was then able to remove the arrowhead from your chest.” Carien hesitated, not sure whether she should continue. 

Ashta’s stare had her continuing, except in a rush. “The next morning, they had the village packed up and moving. Except you had come down with a bad infection and have been in and out for a week. Yesterday your fever finally broke. And now here we are,” she finished with a flourish of her hands. 

Ashta blinked, still stuck on one fact. A week. Seven days. Not including the first few days when they had wandered through the desert. It was enough time for the news of what happened in Tripsia, and of the attack, to have reached the king. 

Grimacing, she tried to shift her weight but was blinded by pain throughout her chest. Taking in small rapid breaths, she blinked up at the continuous blue sky above her. 

The color haunted her, the exact shade as a certain prince’s gaze. The same warmth. 

Did I make the right choice? She wondered, knowing that the prince would be stuck in Naankdoen for the remainder of the foreseeable future; Either the city would have to fall or the Bbrskian army be decimated. Neither had ever happened in the history of the known world and the Midloean kingdoms before.

Ashta worried that in her lifetime one of those facts would be proven wrong and that no matter which side won, her soul would pay the price for it.

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

⌘

Traveling With Company

 

 ASHTA WATCHED THE sun slowly rise into her view as their company followed the sun’s trail across the sky slightly to where it slept each night. 

She passed the time by carefully stretching and relaxing each of her limbs, first with her fingers until she finally got down to her legs. Her muscles cried out in pain from disuse, but she gritted her teeth and pushed through it. 

Carien sat beside her, dozing in the sun. Ashta worried about the sun and its damages to the princess’s face but knew there wasn’t much choice they had right now. They were at the mercy of the zMun people. 

Even as Ashta chewed at her lips, she kept her mind busy, cataloguing how many villagers she could differentiate, and how many of those were able bodied. Surprisingly, even the old in the group had hardened muscles from years of strenuous use. They were a people that could hold their own in a fight. Yet, Ashta saw no knives, swords, or bows. The occasional spear was slung across someone’s back with heavy packed hides hanging from each side. 

It made sense, she mused, there wasn’t much wood available in the desert. A bow and arrows required lots of wood. Also, the desert people didn’t have enough wood to make a forge and bend metal into knives and swords. Most of their weapons would have been something they traded for. 

jHora glanced over at the young woman who now lay awake in the back of the cart. Her mind was a bright spot amongst his people. Yet he could feel a darkness edged around her essence. As if there was something horrible, she refused to think about. In time, jHora hoped, the girl would learn to clear her mind of such memories. For a darkness such as that could poison the mind if left untouched and unhealed. 

With a nod to zHeezek, the man that had held the girls legs down, jHora stopped and began unloading his great pack. Men and women around them also stopped, dropping their packs as the children ran to the yak cart to gather what water the peoples still had. 

Flung to a stop, Ashta carefully reached up with her arm and rubbed at the back of her head. 

“What’s…” Carien began, startled from her nap. Her cheeks and ears were pink from the sun.

“Midday meal, methinks,” Kkaar replied, dropping her load of furs beside the wooden spoke. She leaned on the cart and glanced down at the dark-haired woman. “You are awake.”

With a nod, Ashta slowly pulled herself upright before dropping her back against the wall of the cart. She looked straight across at Kkaar, whose skin was already darkened from the beating sun. Before Ashta could open her mouth to speak, a young girl jumped onto the cart and grabbed onto a large barrel at the end. Two more kids jumped up to help the girl pull the barrel to the edge. Carien shuffled to the edge of the cart and jumped off stretching her legs before leaning against the cart with Kkaar.

She looks comfortable, Ashta realized. A tension she had never noticed the princess held in her usual gowns was gone. Her Tripsian day dress had been traded in for a tunic like the other women. 

Ashta and the three women stayed quiet as they watched the people busy themselves with making up a fire from some desert brush and boiling up water with herbs and dried meat. Ashta’s mouth watered. Despite the burning heat from the sun, she shivered in anticipation for some food. Even some papna would be delicious right now. 

A man separated from the grouping of villagers and wound his way toward the women. He balanced two bowls in one hand and a clay vessel in the other.

Something about the shape of the vessel pulled at a memory, but Ashta couldn’t quite piece it together. 

He nodded to the Lionesses and the princess. “There is broth for you,” he said to Carien, Luci and Kkaar, glancing back at the fire before turning toward Ashta. 

His voice was smooth and soft like honeyed rose tea. Yet, even his voice tickled something in her mind. It was familiar. His whole body was familiar, like she had seen this man before. But that’s impossible, right? She worried quietly to herself.

zHar smirked, placing the bowls onto the cart. He carefully hopped up without jiggling the rickety wooden floor. Once he was seated beside the dark-haired woman, their faces toward each other, he pulled the bowl of broth onto his lap.

He lifted a spoonful to her mouth and waited for her. But Ashta just stared at the man. His eyes were bright purple. They glittered like strange gemstones. 

“You need to eat,” he encouraged, touching the warm metal to her lips. They opened automatically, even as she kept staring at him, questions swimming in her eyes.

They sat in silence until she had finished her bowl. Then he dipped the spoon into the clay vessel and lifted it to her mouth. She sniffed it and could smell hints of honey and something else. 

Her nose wrinkled. 

Ruutka. 

“It helps. The infection is not gone yet.”

Reluctantly, she accepted the spoonful, swallowing convulsively as the spiced sugar slid down her throat. She leaned back and watched as the man took the same spoon and started to eat from his own bowl.

The wooden slats of the cart jiggled and Ashta glanced up into Kkaar’s eyes. This time Luci stood beside her. Reflexively, Ashta searched behind them for Carien. When she saw the princess seated with some women, chatting and eating, she let go of her breath. Good.

Turning back to Kkaar, she nodded for the other guard to begin.

“We need to go over what happened. And I’m not talking about just the desert, but Naankdoen.”

Ashta shifted a glance at the strange man, who still ate his broth silently watching the women. An errant black lock of hair curled on his forehead, making him look almost boyish. He’s cute. 

She shifted her focus back to Kkaar, missing the smile that played across his mouth. 

Kkaar waved her hand, dismissing the danger of speaking in front of the stranger. “The zMun are safe,” she leaned forward her arms crossed over the cart edge. “What happened in Naankdoen, Darkling?”

Ashta noticed his quirked brow, but ignored it, answering her fellow Lioness. “As you remember, the king had demanded our presence in the castle. He—” she hesitated, glancing over at Carien. The princess’s caramel hair glowed in the sun, her whole presence happy and joy filled. The important part was she was out of earshot. “He sentenced Princess Lillian to death.” She recalled flashes of white fur splattered blood red. Blood dripping down the cobblestone path. Sobs cut off followed by awful silence. The grim faces of Bbrskian berserkers lit up in the night by fire. 

Shaking her head, she forced herself to continue. zHar frowned, rubbing at his chest, his broth forgotten. 

“After her body had been disposed, an emissary from Bbrski landed on the dock. He laid down terms, the live princess for the safety of the city.”

Luci gasped. Kkaar laid a gentle hand on the smaller woman’s shoulder, still watching Darkling’s pale face. “And so, they attacked.”

“Yes.”

“How did you escape with the princess?”

Ashta shrugged, “All that matters is that the princess is safe and alive. We need to get her back to the safety of her father and the rest of the White Lionesses.”

Kkaar nodded in agreement, not asking about what Darkling wasn’t saying. If it were important, the other woman would have said it aloud. “We could be months out from the ruined city, plus we have no food or water supplies.”

“Our people can take you part of the way.”

All three guards turned sharply to the new voice that joined them. jHora stood to the side of their party, aloof. 

With their attention, he continued, “We are on our normal migration to our winter site. We will be crossing into Tripsian desert in a week. From there you can separate from us. It should be no more than two days travel to the ruined city from there.”

Traveling with the zMun would ensure their safety for the next week, as well as food and water. Plus, the people knew their way through the desert. It would be safest option and the fastest. They couldn’t afford to be lost in the desert again. 

“Then we shall travel with the zMun until we reach Tripsia.” Luci and Kkaar nodded in agreement with Ashta’s statement. 

Pushing back the blankets that covered her legs, Ashta stood up, using the cart edge for support. The purple-eyed man’s eyes widened before he grabbed the bowls and hopped off the back of the cart. He hurried away, lost amid his people.

Kkaar and Luci lunged forward as if to help, but Ashta dismissed them with a wave. She toed her way to the edge of the cart before hopping down onto the sand. Her landing jarred her wound. She rubbed at the bandage as she gritted her teeth. Across from the trio, Carien stood, pale and gaping. 

Ashta forced her shoulders to relax and a smile onto her lips, then she turned to Kkaar. “Spar with me.”

The other woman shook her head, her hands up. “I-I can’t. You are still healing.”

Steadying her breathing, Ashta walked with slow measured steps until she stood right before Kkaar. “You know as well as I, that Lionesses can’t afford to take time to heal,” she hissed into her ear. 

Kkaar shivered, before finally nodding in agreement. “You should stretch first, if we are going to do this.”

Ashta didn’t bother replying, taking a few steps away from the cart before folding herself over her legs, her hands flat on the sandy ground. With focused breaths, she stretched each tight muscle until she felt fully in control of the pain. Her chest would hurt. But that was something she would just have to work through. 

“Ready.”

She stood on the balls of her feet, bouncing slightly in the loose ground. It was unlike anything they had trained in. But it brought memories of the pit and the trial. Her lips tugged up at the corners as she waited for Kkaar’s move. 

Luci sat to the side, in the shade of the cart, and watched the two women as they sparred. For once, the fight was even, Darkling having to compensate for injuries. But even then, it was just barely even. The dark-haired woman was born with a talent unlike anything Luci had ever seen. Her movements weren’t as graceful as their friend and fellow Lioness Ceerie. No one could be as graceful as a woman with the touch of elf blood running through her veins. And yet Darkling had sharpness, and a raw strength that made it impossible to look away. 

Luci noted that many of the zMun people watched the sparring match. 

“She is good.”

Jumping slightly, Luci was shocked to find the purple-eyed man beside her. She shivered. A guard should never allow someone to sneak up on them. It spelled death. But the shifty eyed man had snuck up on her many times the past few days. 

“She is,” Luci agreed, watching her lover. Kkaar wasn’t as strong, or as quick as Darkling, but she was consistent. She didn’t tire. She didn’t anger. She just fought.

Luci frowned, knowing their few stolen moments would disappear once they arrived at the ruined city. Their love was forbidden but ignored for the most part by the Lionesses. But there were others who watched in the sprawling underground compound. And Kkaar had said she did not want to risk Luci.

Kkaar dropped to the ground before coming up with a roundhouse kick. Darkling just ducked out of the way, but her face tightened with pain. Luci watched the other woman’s tense jaw as Darkling got up to deliver right after left fist, barely deflected by Kkaar. 

She was something else.

Rustling canvas had Luci turning back to the seated people. Except for the purple-eyed man, the other people were now standing and helping each other put their packs on. 

Luci signaled to Kkaar. The other woman nodded before taking a step back. 

“Draw.”

Ashta’s nose wrinkled as she gasped for big lungsful of air. She was out of shape, and only after a few days. The idea disturbed her. If she wanted to remain alive as a guard, she could not afford even a day without training. 

She nodded to Kkaar, before walking over to the cart. The purple-eyed man stood beside Luci, a bowl of broth waiting in his outstretched hands.

She lifted a hand to stop him. Gingerly, she hopped up onto the back of the cart and sat on the edge, her feet dangling, as she tried to slow her heart.

The man came over and stood between her legs. Ashta stiffened but didn’t pull away. She told herself it was because of the spoonful of broth he already had halfway to her mouth. But her body shivered with another reason. 

She ate in
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